Some time during the fi rst two decades of the fi fth century AD, two young men living in Constantinople fell in love with each other. One of them mentioned this in a letter sent to an old Christian ascetic, an acquaintance of his, who at the time was leading a life of prayer and renunciation in a monastic settlement in Asia Minor, near modern day Ankara. In a reply couched in somewhat hesitating, yet unambiguous, terms, the monk told his young correspondent that he was deceived: what he felt for the other young man could not be love. It was rather a trick of the devil, for such "love" was inappropriate for a well-educated Christian nobleman. He should keep away from his "beloved," fast, and invoke God's help in order to preserve his chastity undefi led.
Beyond this apparently resolute prohibition of male homoeroticism, there is much that makes this monastic response to the problem of male same-sex relationships extremely interesting, especially if we consider it in its historical context and in comparison with other (both Christian and non-Christian) problematizations of this aspect of male sexuality. First of all, one may ask why such a relationship would be regarded as inappropriate for a young man living in the increasingly Christianized society of the Eastern Roman Empire and why it would take a monk to defi ne it as problematic. Furthermore, one may look at the reasons put forward by the monastic advisor in order to motivate the young man to deny and repress his avowed same-sex attraction as well as at the rhetorical strategies employed in his messages to achieve this purpose. Finally, it would be necessary to investigate other contemporary sources and situate his response in its specifi c historical and spiritual contexts. How representative was such a rejection of male homoeroticism for the society where its proponent lived? Was it so determinate only because the man who formulated it was a Christian ascetic? Would other, less ascetic-minded, contemporaries agree with his verdict?
In what follows I intend to search for answers to some of these questions by looking at a series of texts produced in Late Antiquity in the eastern provinces of the Roman Empire during the last decades of the fourth and the fi rst three decades of the fi fth century AD. The main group of sources I will use deals with male 1 same-sex relationships (and with some other connected issues) and was authored by a Christian ascetic living in a monastic (most probably cenobitic) milieu. In addition to its more obvious value (i.e., as a primary source for the history of homoeroticism in early Christian times), this set of texts also offers a unique opportunity to analyze monastic problematizations of same-sex activities addressed to recipients living in non-monastic environments within the new Christian society, i.e. the laymen. Existing investigations of monastic attitudes towards same-sex behavior were based mainly on texts produced, intended for, and circulated within the monastic milieus. The present study attempts to take advantage of what seems to be a unique opportunity. Discussing a set of texts which, although produced by a monk, were explicitly aimed at Christian individuals living in a non-monastic context is likely to offer a necessary corrective to the existing, rather one-sided, picture of monastic attitudes towards male homoeroticism. Yet these texts have not attracted scholarly attention, despite the considerable interest they present for studying the history of homoeroticism in (Late) Antiquity and Christian attitudes towards samesex relationships. This makes them all the more appealing, especially in a fi eld where new original sources, virtually untouched by previous researchers, are a commodity hard to come by.
There are several possible explanations for such neglect. While there has been a virtual explosion of publications on ancient homoeroti-
